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"Meeting the
Challenge
of the
Aliterate Reader''
Nicholas P. Criscuolo
It's a national disgrace. It's a national
crisis. Despite the many advantages of living
in the United States, it has been estimated
that there are 27 million illiterate adults in
America. Another horrifying statistic: the
United States ranks fourth among the 158
members of the United Nations In the
percentage of illiterate adults.
A recent study revealed that of the
nation's men and women age 20 and 25 who
completed the eighth grade, 20 percent read
below the eighth grade level. These adults
are classified as semi-literate. Of that 20
percent, one-quarter read below a fourthgrade level. These adults are classified as
illiterate. 1
Fortunately, something is being done to
combat this scourge called illiteracy. In
September, 1986 ABC and the Public
Broadcasting Service began a 12-month
campaign called Project Literacy US (PLUS)
to promote literacy awareness nationwide.
This campaign includes documentaries,
prime-time dramas and a toll-free hotline for
illiterate viewers who want to know where
they can learn how to read. B. Dalton
Booksellers and Gannett Co. Inc. are
conducting multi-million-dollar literacy
campaigns as are a number of other
companies, trade associations and
foundations. So there is hope on the horizon.
There's another problem--one that has
not received as much attention as it should-that has also surfaced. This is the problem of
aliteracy. Aliteracy is the avoidance of
reading. Forty-four percent of adult Americans
who can read choose not to do so. These
unwilling readers are called "aliterates".
Aliterates possess the skill to read, but ignore
reading at all costs.

Al iterate parents pass their disinterest in
books to their children.Teenagers and young
adults--40 percent of whom neglect books-lack the motivation to read. Al iterate
students in our secondary schools do just
enough reading to pass their courses. They
complete their homework assignments, read
the novels and essays assigned in English
classes--but rarely pick up a book to read for
pleasure. Leisure-time reading is not one of
their priorities.
Is the situation hopeless? Hardly. Efforts
need to be stepped up to encourage
aliterates to read for the sheer enjoyment of
it. This can be accomplished, and the
remainder of this article will offer concrete
suggestions for meeting the challenge for
combating the insidious threat of aliteracy.
Encouraging students to talk about the
books they do read is one excellent way to
stimulate the al iterate to read. Start a Variety
Book Club in class and allow students to talk
about and share the books they have read.
These clubs can be divided into categories:
mysteries, westerns, biographies, westerns,
travel books and so on. Students interested in
one of these topics can join the section that
discusses books that are of interest to them.
Their interests may be limited, but it's crucial
that teachers are aware of their interests and
make a variety of these books available to
them in the classroom.
No matter how apathetic a student may
be in terms of reading, it should be
recognized that all students are interested in
something. Administer an Interest Inventory
to your students. One excellent one is
"Spaceflight Application" published by
Continental Press in Elizabethtown, PA. Once
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the interests of the students are determined,
paperbacks books and other inexpensive
reading materials may be purchased and
books borrowed from the school library and
placed in classroom. Accessibility to books is
the key. Getting students to join commercial
Book Clubs is another worthwhile endeavor.
Class trips are another good idea. I can
recall visiting the home of Charles Dickens
while on a recent trip to England. After the
visit, I couldn't wait to read some of his books
as well as his biography. Plan a trip with the
class (or suggest one to the student's family) to
the site of a famous book or the home of a
famous author. There are literary landmarks
in every region of the country: Mark Twain's
home in Hartford, Connecticut; Sinclair
Lewis' home in Indiana; Thoreau's Walden
pond; the Salinas Valley of John Steinbeck's
novels and so on. Fund-raising activities such
as Spaghetti Suppers, a car wash, raffles and
candy sales can supply the funds for such a
class trip.
Ask the class to also write to such popular
authors as John Updike, Stephen King,
Norman Mailer, Judy Blume or Eudora
Welty. Authors are usually gracious and
generous with their time and will respond to
their readers. Set up a display of the letters
received from these authors in a section of the
roorri called "Author's Gallery."
Aliterate -readers--if they won't read
someone else's book--will surely read their
own. Ask students to cut our pictures from old
magazines and arrange them in sequence
that tells a story. Instruct students to fasten
these onto sheets of paper and to write a
paragraph or two to accompany them. Next
ask them to give the book a title and design a
cardboard cover with the name of the
student-author displayed prominently on the
cover,. Students can swap books to read.
These books can be placed in a section of the
room titled "Author's Corner."
Students might also like to design a new
cover for a favorite book. Along with this,
they might like to design their own bookmarks
dealing with a favorite book. Students can
draw a scene from the book with a few
sentences about the book written on the
bookmark. They could also design a bookplate

that can be pasted on the inside cover of a
book they own.
Students can flip through the family
photo album and select some favorite
pictures. They can write stories about these
pictures. This activity can turn a photo album
into an illustrated family history which
students can share in class if they so desire.
Encourage students to go to the local library
for help in tracing the roots of their ancestors
and even finish the project by drawing a
family tree.
Use newspapers and magazines to start a
celebrity scrapbook. Few teenagers are not
interested in the music of Bruce Springsteen,
Madonna, Tammy Wynette, Stevie Wonder,
Huey Lewis and the News and other popular
vocal groups. Students often use their
allowances and money they earn to purchase
their records or albums. These entertainers
are frequently in the news. Ask students to clip
out articles about these recording artists and
to borrow from the library or purchase at
bookstores the biographies of these stars of
contemporary music.
Most teenagers own their own cameras
or can borrow them. During the course of the
school year, ask them to take pictures of their
favorite school activities and events. When
these pictures are developed, they can write
short commentaries to accompany each
picture and put them into a scrapbook. Fond
memories will be recalled and even the most
hardened al iterate reader will be induced to
read.
Working with the school librarian, set up
a "See Tree" in the classroom or school
library. Cardboard covers can be made for
favorite books and a "See Tree" set up to
display them. A coffee can filled with sand
with a tree branch with limbs can be placed in
the coffee can. A hole can be punched in the
book cover with a string attached for
placement on this eye-catching "See Tree".
Inside the book cover can be written a line or
two about the book with a question e.g. "Do
you know how Mindy solved the case?" or
"What did Jim find inside the cave?" Read
this book to find the answer. This type of
exhibit will indeed prove to be a good
antidote to aliteracy.
continued on page 32
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whether this has been accomplished,
pattern guides or diagrams of text
structure may be attempted by students,
perhaps i·n groups, and analyzed together.
Finally, it is expected that students will
reach a point where the automaticity of
schemata activation makes it unnecessary
to use pattern guides. At this point our
purposes will have been achieved and our
students will have appropriate structural
schemata corresponding to six widely used
organizational patterns for expository
text.
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Literacy enriches one's life; illiteracy
diminishes it. Steps are being taken to reduce
illiteracy. Of equal concern is the aliterate
reader--one who can read but won't. The
goal of any reading program is to develop
the life time reading habit. The aliterate
reader has not done this. Rather, he or she
shuns reading. There are effective ways, as
offered in this article, to reach the aliterate
reader. Their reading appetites can be
whetted and efforts must be expended so that
they too can experience all the joy,
excitement and satisfaction that reading
offers.
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